Declining reference statistics, diminishing human resources, and the desire to be more proactive and embedded in academic departments, prompted the University of South Florida Library to create a taskforce for re-envisioning reference services. The taskforce was charged with examining the staffing patterns at the desk and developing recommendations to give librarians greater flexibility and to better respond to the information-seeking needs of users.
Introduction
In the Fall of 2010, prompted by declining reference statistics, diminishing human resources, as well as a charge to be more proactive and embedded in the University of South Florida Tampa (USF) academic departments, the library organized a taskforce to re-envision reference services. The taskforce critically examined the staffing patterns and usage of the reference desk using Desk Tracker-a web-based tool for recording transactions. The essential problem addressed was: Is the reference desk staffed in a way that accommodates the needs of 21 st century learners? The project concluded by recommending to library administrators a new desk model for Spring of 2011, including expanding the role of paraprofessionals and students, instituting an on-call tiered referral system, as well as focusing on creating a culture of continuous assessment, innovation, and experimentation for public services.
This paper will examine the methods used by the taskforce to arrive at these recommendations, many of which have since been adopted in Special & Digital Collections and the general reference desk. The taskforce was successful in influencing institutional change through the use of quantitative data, as well as structured interviews, which deliberately explored the processes used by library administrators to mandate changes. This paper will examine the history of reference services at USF Tampa, the context for the re-envisioning project, the impact of the adoption of the electronic data collection tool, the recommendations the project members produced, as well as how structured interviews informed decisions made by library administrators in implementing these recommendations.
The professional literature regarding decision-making in academic libraries and the impact of virtual reference on public services staffing will also be reviewed. Finally, the authors will share the preliminary results of this project, which include instituting an on-call model of reference in Special & Digital Collections and a modified tiered model for the general desk, including library faculty office hours, increased virtual reference, and limited night and weekend hours. It is hoped that this experience will inform other professionals of one institution's successful re-envisioning of the traditional "desk bound" reference model, while also addressing a scarcity in the literature on how library administrators reach decisions using quantitative data.
Background
The University of South Florida is a large urban research university with an enrollment of approximately 47,000 students, 40,000 of which are based at the Tampa Campus. The Tampa Library is the institute's main library, which houses both Academic Services and These units, along with the USF Sarasota-Manatee and USF Polytechnic affiliated regional libraries, constitute the USF Libraries system.
Context for the Project
The evolving nature of academic libraries, the changing needs of their patrons, and a desire for greater integration of library departments, required a reassessment of how USF Libraries deliver reference services throughout the entire system, as well as recommendations on how these services can be sustained and improved. In its ideal, a reference service should demonstrate high patron satisfaction and align human resources in accordance with these expectations, as well as the goals and budgetary realities of the institution. retrieval, not information production, which contributed to the inability of the reference and IT desks to truly integrate services, as opposed to simply combine them.
The Reference Desk: Prior to Re-Envisioning
In the Fall of 2010, the desk was moved again, this time positioning it closer to the Writing Center and Circulation desk. This model is an emerging feature of Learning Commons, although, so far, due to unstructured and largely inconsistent referral processes, the improvement opportunities created by the physical proximity of these units have not been fully explored. Nevertheless, by collocating these services there is an increased awareness of collegial services and activities. This allows for greater efficiency in helping patrons to find the right services, as well as to transition between them. Another benefit of this model is its parallel in teaching and researching, namely, the university's clustering of academic departments in the Arts and Sciences. By combining service points and by continuous interdepartmental collaboration, the library is in concert with the mission and goals of the university as a whole, in promoting partnerships that foster student learning.
At the start of this assessment, the total faculty librarian time used at the general reference desk was approximately 110 hours per week. Reference librarians interacted with patrons in a number of ways, including face-to-face, telephone, and chat. In addition, reference services were provided off-desk through scheduled consulting services offered by subject specialists in their offices. Graduate Assistants (GAs) staffed the desk with a librarian during most of the hours the desk was open (9am -11pm), but the desk was never staffed by paraprofessionals and students alone. One, or often two, professional librarians were nearly always present on the reference desk. This eventually contributed to dissatisfaction from the staff in "being stretched too thin" and not having enough time for other activities, such as being embedded in academic departments. The Re-Envisioning Taskforce was prompted to examine the relationship between reference, as a concept, and the physical desk, and the costeffectiveness of staffing the desk with library faculty, as opposed to paraprofessionals and students (Ryan, 2008) .
Preliminary Analysis: Reference Interaction Statistics
At the start of the project, the taskforce collected and analyzed data provided by reference is essential to eliminating staff time on the actual desk, it will be discussed in additional detail in the following section.
Virtual Reference
When thinking about how to effectively serve the academic library patron population, it is clear that virtual reference tools represent a huge part of the next model of service. The
Internet has allowed for the expansion of electronic reference via chat, text, email, and the use of other new tools and technologies. Services once thought to be cutting-edge, or necessary only for distance learners, are now everyday research options for patrons and librarians. It is frequently mentioned in the literature that reference services have traditionally been very efficient in providing access to the print and other collections contained within the library edifice (Joint, 2008 p. 418) . The advent of electronic information, however, changed this equation, by introducing new modes of contact and communication. As we explore a redesign of reference services, it is essential to include these virtual reference activities as a continuing partner to traditional librarian availability.
Staffing and visibility are two primary issues that bring more weight to the creative and effective use of virtual reference services. There are numerous cooperative advantages to electronic reference, including the automatic creation of a transcribed record of each reference transaction (Nilsen, 2006, p. 98) . This allows for easy collaboration with other library colleagues, as well as ease of forwarding if an inquiry needs to be directed to a subject, or other specialist. In researching the comparison of users' perspectives of in-person and virtual services, one author stresses the importance of following-up with research clients.
This task is much easier when a written record is readily available and electronic notification is set to provide contact reminders (Nilsen, 2006, p. 101) . The sustained development of these services at USF, as well as investigation into emerging technologies, will benefit all of those that provide public service. This will increase the ability of library personnel to manage points of contact and revisit patron needs in a timely fashion.
Digital reference services are loaded with attractive qualities, but there are some important primary issues that must be addressed. While virtual and electronic methods of communication provide additional points of access and ease of patron and librarian contact, there are serious service satisfaction concerns that must be addressed. A recent academic library study determined that patrons inside the library continue to prefer a reference librarian to virtual forms of reference (Cummings, Cummings, and Frederiksen, 2007, p. 89) . When the same question was posed to those working outside the library walls, the library website arose as the clear top choice, with chat the least popular option (Cummings, Cummings, and Frederiksen, 2007) . With these warnings to heed, chat, email, and other forms of reference must endure constant assessment and refinement to maximize the chance of success.
Virtual reference contact points and services are clearly important current and future options for providing library and research assistance. Combining these electronic modes of contact with traditional in-person availability will be a constant challenge, but by continuously assessing patron use and preferences, data may be effectively collected for future decision-making. In the short term, one possibility was to shift more night and weekend reference services to electronic and collaborative functions. USF Libraries' participation with the Tampa Bay Library Consortium's Ask-A-Librarian cooperative has been successful to date and could be relied upon for additional coverage in the future.
Chat and texting services are conducive to collaborative efforts with partner libraries, especially with the development of good scheduling and knowledge-based resources for each collaborating institution. It is conceivable that not all questions may be effectively answered using these forms of communication, but, at the very least, they do allow for easy triage and referral. Once the statistics have been gathered, librarians can target the times most heavily used by patrons and staff those hours with local agents. The chat collaborative may then be comfortably relied upon for timely response and referral during lesser-used periods. While in-person interactions are appreciated and preferred by those inside the library, research indicates that patrons expect and favor chat and email services for "times outside the standard business hours" (Cummings, Cummings, and Frederiksen, 2007, p. 92) . These findings support our movement to service enhancement through collaborative chat, while concurrently encouraging better utilization of staff time and efforts for email and other forms of digital reference.
Scheduling librarians to be on-call, while relying on graduate assistants and paraprofessionals for night and weekends, was also among the recommendations of the re-envisioning taskforce, which was adopted at the general reference desk. This allows for someone to monitor services within the building remotely, while also responding to email inquiries received during the slow service times. Virtual reference also allows librarians the flexibility of providing the service from their offices or homes, while also engaging in other activities, such as collection development, instructional support and planning, and research.
Decision-making in Academic Libraries
The role of the Re-envisioning Taskforce was not only to collect and analyze data, both within and outside of the institution, and to create recommendations for staffing the reference desk, but also to ensure that these recommendations are realistic and implementable in the next semester. In order to do so, the taskforce perceived the importance of approaching the problem from the point of view of the library administrators who will ultimately approve the implementation of these changes. The taskforce wanted to understand how these administrators actually reach decisions and how they have used quantitative data in the past to implement changes.
The literature is sparse of reports on the actual decision-making processes of library administrators. Furthermore, it shows that structured stakeholder interviews have virtually not been used to gain insight into decision-making. Using quantitative data to affect institutional change is sometimes referred to in the literature as "evidence-based librarianship" (Bayley, 2009, p. 236) . In its essence, it is the practice of applying empirical support to the daily practices of the profession. In a field that has often struggled to assert itself in quantitative methods, this is not currently a common approach to decision-making.
Administrative and staffing decisions especially are very complex and arriving at them is not always a purely rational task. The key to the success of UAL was that it did not underestimate the difficulty of change. They were ultimately very successful in presenting quantitative data and using it to evoke institutional change, which affirms the validity of evidence-based practice. The Reenvisioning Reference Taskforce at USF Tampa, however, was interested in investigating a bit further just how quantitative data is actually used by library administration. Hines (2009) uses the "bounded rationality" model to describe how users often find information, which is not always a straight line. In contrast to evidence-based practice, bounded rationality is the idea that "people may make decisions without all the information they could gather" (p. 81).
It affects how users navigate resources and reach day-to-day decisions, but, similarly, it can also be applied to the ways in which library directors and administrators deal with day-to-day operations. Hines (2009) suggests that librarians are too quantitatively rational, and often overlook the heuristics users may apply in practice (p. 83). When it comes to administrative decisions, Schachter (2006) and others have suggested that librarians often approach decision-making in a similar unstructured way.
The "bounded rationality" model, applicable to both librarians and end-users, implies a limit to the ability of professionals to use only quantitative and rational data to arrive at decisions, for which there are innumerable behavioral and human implications and considerations. Because library science is an inherently practice-based discipline, we must always remember that we deal not only with decisions, but their consequences (Hines, 2009, p. 81) . It is as much about consensus building as it is about decision-making (Schachter, 2006, p. 12) .
In light of this, the members of the taskforce attempted to remain realistic regarding staffing recommendations. It was understood that in order to affect immediate change to current patterns, it was imperative to objectively consider the manner in which library administration will make and implement any final decisions. In our survey of the relevant literature on staffing decisions, we found that there was virtually nothing written on using structured interviews with key stakeholders and administrators to examine their rationales for implementing decisions.
Data Collection, Decision-Making and Semi-Structured Interviews
In November 2010, interviews were conducted with administrators and librarians to collect information on the relationship between data and decision-making, across units within the USF Tampa Library and the FMHI Research Library, with a particular emphasis on the provision of reference services. Each interview, which was recorded and transcribed, consisted of a series of open-ended questions with the intent to elicit and understand the types of data collected in the past and how this data was used in operational decision-making.
The first set of questions pertained to the type of data collected during the past five years, types of instruments used to collect the data, and how the respondents used it in deciding changes in the operations of reference services in their unit.
At the reference desk, various methods had been used to record the number and types of questions, prior to adopting an electronic data collection tool. Initially, mechanical clickers were used to record the count of simple, advanced, and technical questions asked during a one-week period each month. These numbers were multiplied by four to estimate the number of questions asked during the month. This method was deemed weak because the time of day that the question was asked was not recorded and there was concern that the tallies were inaccurate. The mechanical clickers were replaced by tally sheets, which recorded the same information but included the hour in which the questions were asked. Although this was an improvement over the use of the mechanical clickers, there were still concerns about underreported or exaggerated numbers and the use of sampling for one-week per month to develop monthly estimates.
Although the data from these collection methods was not wholly trusted, it nevertheless had an impact on organizational decisions, such as the hours that the reference desk was open, the number of staff members at the desk each hour, and the number of desk hours assigned to each staff member. Using another benefit of the new online transaction-recording tool, namely, the ability to record comments, additional data was collected and used to determine how late the reference desk should be staffed. For a two-week period one semester, the graduate assistants staffing the desk between 8pm and closing at 11pm were asked to record the actual questions asked and the time. This method was used to recommend that the desk should not be staffed after 9 pm. The identified weaknesses are that they are unable to resurvey on a data sample as often as desired and that it is opinion data. The structured interviews with FMHI administrators were tremendously helpful to the general Tampa reference desk and Special & Digital Collections in suggesting new and more structured ways of collecting information, which may not have been discovered otherwise.
The next section of questions asked the respondents to compare previous data collection efforts and decision-making with the ones the Re-Envisioning Taskforce arrived at, using of the electronic data collection tool. Overall, the administrators had a positive reaction to the new method of recording transactions. The data collected includes the type of patron (faculty, student, community member, etc.), the transaction forum (email, phone, faceto-face, etc.), and the type of question (directional, basic reference, advanced reference, etc.).
Advantages include increased staff commitment to enter accurate data, the collection of all reference transaction and not just a sampling, the system's ease of use, the level of detail and configurability of the data that can be collected, the ability to export data, and traceability by staff member.
Despite the good reviews of the online data collection tool, a few weaknesses, such as limited report output options, minor navigation issues, manual analysis of comments, and time-out issues, have been identified. Interviewees also indicated that the use of Desk Tracker data would improve the decision-making process because the data was more complete and easier to access. An obvious type of decision that can be made based on this data is the appropriate staffing at service points. However, the potential usefulness of the data isn't restricted to staffing decisions. An analysis of the types of questions asked (e.g., about library policy or specific subject areas) could inform training requirements for desk staff and identify patron interest areas that affect collection development needs (Finnell & Fontane, 2010, p. 281-2) .
The questions in the final section of the interview asked the respondents to reflect on the role of decision-making and data in improving services and operations. There were a wide variety of areas that the interviewees would like to make data-driven decisions.
Regarding reference services, the respondents indicated that, in addition to basic desk staffing/hours decisions, they want to identify skill sets required to staff various service points and to address training needs. They also want to be able to identify services that are no longer needed so that staff can be applied to more active service areas. Instruction needs, enhancement of collection development efforts, and outreach and collaborative opportunities were also identified as areas that could benefit from an analysis of reference transactions.
The data needed to accomplish this decision-making included who are our patrons, why patrons visit the library and use various services, when are patrons coming to the library and using services, who is serving them, what materials are patrons using, level of happiness/satisfaction with the transaction and impact of the interaction, and use expectations. One caveat expressed by two of the interviewees was that numbers alone should not drive an organization's decisions. The data should provide guidance and help inform decision-making, but cannot be the only source for information.
Finally, the respondents were asked about organizational factors that are significant in implementing organizational change. Concern was expressed that mandates would be made that do not reflect what the data indicates should be done or that changes would be impeded by the "that's the way we've always done it" attitude. In addition, the budget, staffing, and skill sets to do extensive assessment are necessary. As one interviewee expressed, a commitment to build a culture of assessment is needed, where numbers are not threatening and where data collection is second nature and recognized as valuable.
Preliminary Results: Informed Decisions in Special Collections
The first level of implementation of the recommendations generated by the Re- Personnel cuts in 2010 prompted a shortening of desk hours (from 9-6 to 10-5 on weekdays).
This shortening of hours was accompanied by a "just in time" attitude to specialized reference, rather than "just in case," meaning that faculty would be available as long as they were in the office, but otherwise patrons would be encouraged to make an appointment for a research consultation.
In a Brandeis-type model, relying on paraprofessionals and students to handle retrievals and to refer patrons with more involved questions to the appropriate faculty for research consultations. The new system of online data collection has worked well and there is a confidence that future models will continue to be appropriate for our patrons' needs. Success in Special & Digital Collections is encouraging, as Reference prepares to implement a new desk schedule based upon its own usage statistics.
Conclusions
USF Tampa Library is continuing to implement the recommendations from the ReEnvisioning project. As has been shown, a number of data-driven changes are already in place in the Special & Digital Collections unit and FMHI. As a larger department with more traffic and differing usage patterns, the general reference desk is assimilating at its own pace, making the adjustments that are appropriate for the nature of its needs and users. Among the recommendations that have been adopted the Tampa reference desk has instituted an on-call system, where library faculty hold office hours at times when reference usage has been shown to be low. The total hours during which librarians are expected to be physically present at the desk have been reduced by half, while GAs and paraprofessionals are becoming the primary service providers. Virtual reference is also becoming a more essential component of library operations and, currently, reference is only available through chat on Saturdays.
The importance of the Re-Envisioning Reference project to USF Tampa Library is yet to be assessed; however, the prompt manner in which the taskforce's recommendations have already been adopted, suggests that this model of inter-departmental library collaboration and the use of both quantitative data and structured interviews of stakeholders is an effective means of influencing institutional change. Electronic data collection makes staffing experimentation more stable and allows for increased time and accuracy in the development of innovative strategies for integrated and efficient reference services.
